Emotional Work: A Psychological View by Strazdins, Lyndall
IEmotional Work: A Psychological View
Lyndall Strazdins
June 2000
A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
of The Australian National University





Not for citation without permission from the author
II
Except where indicated through the text, this thesis is my own work.
III
Acknowledgements
Many people helped shape, produce, inform, and shore up this project.
Thank you to Merilyn, Rosemary and Dr. Hook for keeping me going, body and
soul. I appreciate the support and resources that the Psychology Department
provided, and especially Jenni’s cheer and liveliness. Thanks Monika for many
things and for your help with miles and miles of appendices. I am also deeply
grateful to the men and women who responded to the research or who helped me
organise, advertise and disseminate the project in the workplaces involved.
A huge thank you to my supervisors: Roslyn Galligan for first inspiring me
to undertake the project; Mark Western for his patient statistical coaching
(coaxing?); Jennifer Bowes for her encouragement, editing and that offer of a
brandy (I did need it!); and Valerie Braithwaite, whose amazing guidance makes
me think I need to include another emotional work dimension, something to do
with teasing, prodding, and opening up minds, all with love.
Thank you my dear, darling Tim – I promise I’ll never do a PhD again.
IV
Abstract
At work and in the family, people do emotional work to meet other
people’s emotional needs, improve their wellbeing, and maintain social harmony.
Emotional work is unique and skilled work – it involves handling emotions and
social relationships and its product is the change of feeling in others.
The thesis extends the work of Erickson and Wharton (1993, 1997) and
England (1992, England & Farkas, 1986) by adding a psychological perspective.
Emotional work is defined in terms of behaviours. Three dimensions,
companionship, help and regulation, distinguish whether positive or negative
emotions in other people are the target of emotional work. Companionship builds
positive emotions, whereas help and regulation repairs and regulates negative
emotions.
Two studies, the Public Service Study (n=448) and the Health Care Study
(n=261), sample different work and family role contexts (spouse, parent, kinkeeper
and friendship, manager, workmate and service roles). The Integrative Emotional
Work (IEW) Inventory was developed to assess emotional work in these roles.
Emotional work is not just women’s work. Younger people and those from
ethnic minority backgrounds also do more emotional work. In contexts where it is
not rewarded, emotional work is done by those with lower status. Emotional work
is responsive and increases when other people are distressed. It is an aspect of the
domestic division of labour, and influenced by workplace climate. Although
personality is a factor, some determinants are modifiable. People do more
emotional work when they have the skills, when it is saliently prescribed, and
when it is rewarded and recognised.
VEmotional work is costly to those who do it and combines in its effects
across work and family roles. When people do emotional work they ‘catch’
emotions from others (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994). Handling positive
emotions in others improves wellbeing. However, handling negative emotions in
others relates to a wide range of psychological health problems. These health costs
are mitigated when emotional work is rewarded. Emotional work’s devaluation
sets in train social group differences in its performance, and confers both material
(England & Folbre, 1999) and health disadvantages on those who do it.
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